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Add to this that the soldier, nominally enlisted for five
years with the Colours, and seven in the " Redif" or Reserve,
was never allowed his discharge. Greybeards in the ranks
were the commonest of sights; and we have seen men serving
in 1905 who bore the medal granted for the defence of
Plevna in 1878, and who had never been discharged.
Bashkala, to which we must now return, is two days
journey from Van; and the road crosses the lofty Chokh
range, aji obstacle easy enough in summer, but uncommonly
formidable in winter. At the best of tunes it is impassable
to artillery, though a road could be constructed across it
with a little labour. Half of it has in fact been accomplished,
and a properly graded track, with wide sweeps and zig-
zags, goes up part of the ascent. Like most Turkish roads,
however, it has neither beginning nor end, and nobody ever
uses it. A little more trouble over the removal of the rocks
in which it terminates at each end (and which keep it
inacessible to all beasts of burden) would have made it
useful. However, when this point had been reached, the
official interested in it was recalled, or the money ran out,
or the Vali wanted the funds for something else; and so
it remains unfinished and useless to this day. It is somehow
characteristic of the Arab and Ottoman races (though not
of all Orientals) that they can form magnificent designs,
and can begin and work at them for a time. Seldom, how-
ever, can they finish them, and never can they undertake
the toil of maintenance and repair. So magnificent monu-
ments and civil works fall into utter decay, and boats go
to ruin everywhere, for lack of a ha'porth of tar.
One of the gorges of the Chokh range was the scene of a
strange episode during the Armenian massacres of 1896.
A party of Armenians, mostly women and children, were
endeavouring to escape by this route, in the early spring.
At that season frequent avalanches descend from the upper
slopes to the bottom of the defiles, choking them for hundreds
of yards on end. The streams of course make their way
under the snow, winding through caverns which no man*
dare enter; for the water nearly fills the tunnel, and the
roofs are constantly collapsing as the melting proceeds.